Fetal development and regulation of pituitary cell types.
The ontogenesis of the pituitary gland is considered from anatomical and functional points of view. Embryogenesis of the hypothalamo-pituitary unit involving development of the hypothalamo-hypophyseal portal system is complete during early life as shown in several mammalian species. The ultrastructural characteristics of the different cell types during development are described according to observations made by using immunochemical techniques. The patterns of differentiation of the cell types are reviewed according to studies of pituitary glands from human anencephalic fetuses and encephalectomized rat fetuses as well as in vitro studies of cultured pituitary primordia in synthetic media. The maturation of the neuroendocrine mechanisms controlling the secretion of fetal hormones is also analyzed. During fetal life, the factors implicated in the regulation of pituitary hormone secretion are generally the same as in adults, but the intensity of the response of pituitary cells to their action is variable according to the species, thus reflecting an immaturity in the functioning of certain cell types.